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Innovation in international business activity and the outlook for export sales
AIBS	2017	surveyed	companies	on	any	innovative	activities	they	have	introduced	to	increase	export	sales,	as	
well	as	businesses’	attitudes	towards	the	future.	Findings	are	summarised	below,	key	findings	include:
















































What are the international business activities of Australian businesses operating globally?

































































































SECTION 2  	
examines	the	activities	in	international	markets	and	explores	the	diversity	and	types	of	international	business	
activity	reported	by	survey	respondents.	
SECTION 3  	
determines	the	essential	financing	requirements	for	undertaking	international	business	activity,	key	impacts	of	
Australia’s	FTAs	and	the	barriers	and	opportunities	affecting	international	business	opportunities.	














The diversity of 
Australia’s international 
business activity2
What the survey says
International trade activity – Australia’s internationally active businesses (IABs)  










































































































Source: AIBS 2017, Question 5. Note: n=941(None of these and don’t know categories are not included).












Sources: AIBS 2017, Question 5. Note: n=877
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Source: AIBS 2017, Questions 5-7, AIBS 2016 report. Note: 2016 and 2017 figures are sourced from AIBS datasets; Question 6 (n=586),  
Question 7 (n=440. Level of importance includes very important and essential; Direct involves both final and intermediate goods.









































































































to	their	international	revenue.	This	figure	is	up	from	69%	in	2016.	(Note: whilst a comparison with AIBS 2016 
highlights an increase in the proportion of respondents’ importance, the organisational sample types differ 















Fig. 2.5 Distribution channels – manufacturing sector





Multi-channel distribution on goods and services – Focus on manufacturing sector
Australian manufacturing firms produce both final and intermediate goods for the export market. Out of the total 
941 firms who are involved in international business activity, 29% (n=274) are manufacturers who are exporting. 
Approximately, 79% of the manufacturing sector respondents expressed the importance of exporting final goods directly 
to the customer for generating international revenue and 30% classed exporting intermediate goods was important.  
The production of intermediate goods exported to overseas markets provides an indicator of the contribution Australian 
firms make to global value chains. Australia’s competitive advantage lies in a number of areas including the manufacturing 
of parts and components for aircrafts and associated equipment, earth moving and mineral processing machines and 
specialised automotive parts. The Australian advantage in the manufacture of final goods exists in the manufacture of 
medical and surgical equipment, light aircraft, measuring and scientific equipment and instruments for chemical analysis. 
This highlights that Australian firms make a significant contribution to technological capabilities and high-end  
research and development (R&D) in the global value chain.
Additionally, 37% of the manufacturing sector who are exporting regarded using the services of an export agent to 
distribute goods and services was important and 45% viewed distribution via a multi-national enterprise as important.
Source: AIBS 2017, Questions 6. Note: n=274.
2.1.2  | Nature of importing activities
Of	the	48%	(n=447)	of	organisations	who	are	involved	in	importing	activity,	74%	of	these	are	involved	in	
importing	goods	‘only’,	whilst	13%	import	services	only	and	13%	import	both	goods	and	services.



































Source: AIBS 2017, Question 5. Note: n=177.
Source: AIBS 2017, Questions 8 and 9, AIBS 2016 report. Note Question 8, n=391; Question 9, n=116, Level of importance  
includes very important and essential, 2016 organisational sample type and size may differ to 2017. 








































Source: AIBS 2017, Questions 10-12. Note: Question 10, n=131; Question 11, n=81. Level of importance includes very important and essential;  











































Source: AIBS 2017, Question 12. Note: Question 12, n=217. Level of importance includes very important and essential.  
2016 organisational sample type and size may differ to 2017. 
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2.2  | International revenue from international activity
China	(23%)	and	the	United	States	(22%)	were	the	most	important	individual	top	two	markets	for	AIBS	respondents,	followed	by	New	Zealand	(12%),	Singapore	(10%)	and	the	United	Kingdom	(10%).	




















2.2  | International revenue from international activity
China	(23%)	and	the	United	States	(22%)	were	the	most	important	individual	top	two	markets	for	AIBS	respondents,	followed	by	New	Zealand	(12%),	Singapore	(10%)	and	the	United	Kingdom	(10%).	
Source: AIBS 2017, Questions 21, 23-25. Note: n=will be 941 for top market, and another figure if top 2 markets is shown. Regions identified 
http://dfat.gov.au/geo/pages/countries-and-regions.aspx and Australia’s trade in goods and services ($Am) 2016 http://dfat.gov.au/about-
us/publications/trade-investment/australias-trade-in-goods-and-services/Pages/australias-trade-in-goods-and-services-2016.aspx. 













































































































Source: AIBS 2017. Note: Question 21/56, n=766 (don’t know and invalid responses not calculated); Question 13, n=891  



























Fig. 2.13 International revenue by country
Top 20 plus focused countries 1-25% 26-50% 51-75% 75-99% 100%
China 27% 31% 13% 12% 18%
United	States 23% 34% 16% 16% 10%
New	Zealand 24% 35% 14% 16% 11%
United	Kingdom 42% 36% 5% 9% 7%
Singapore 43% 36% 9% 9% 3%
Hong	Kong 36% 33% 7% 9% 16%
Indonesia 40% 39% 9% 4% 9%
Japan 47% 30% 12% 9% 2%
India 43% 30% 8% 13% 6%
Malaysia 41% 28% 15% 7% 9%
Source: AIBS 2017, Questions 23-25. Note: China, n=216; United States, n=206; New Zealand, n=111; United Kingdom, n=96; Singapore, n=90; Hong Kong, n=70; 
Indonesia, n=70; Japan, n=66; India, n=63, Malaysia, n=54. All countries with <50 sample size have not been included.
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Source: AIBS 2017, Question 52 and Q13 – average proportion of IR made up of G, S or IP. Note: Manufacturing, n=269, Agriculture, n=72,  
Professional, n=110, Wholesale, n=74, Education, n= 72, Other Services, n=71. Don’t know category not included.
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Fig. 2.17 Born global organisations
16%MANUFACTURING
14%WHOLESALE TRADE







OF THE SAMPLE ARE BORN 
GLOBAL COMPANIES
6% EARN ALL TOTAL REVENUE  
FROM INTERNATIONAL,  
while 58% are earning 10% 
OR LESS of their revenue off 
international revenue.
BORN GLOBAL COMPANIES STARTING OPERATION IN 2010-2017




























Source: AIBS 2017, Questions 20, 21, 22, 52, 55 and 56. Note: n=941 for overall, 2010-2017 (n=145); classed as born global if they began  



























Source: AIBS 2017. Notes: Question 50 and 52, n=914 overall; by industry: Education, n=85; Agriculture, n=83; Other Services, n=80;  
Wholesale, n=83; Manufacturing, n=284; Professional, n=124. Don’t know category not included.
Fig. 2.18 Trade ambitions
74% plan to do business with new countries over the next two years







































business activity in 
focus3
What the survey says





































































































Source: AIBS 2017, Questions 44 Note: n=941, by organisation employee size, small (0 – 19), n=566, medium (20-199), n=250, large (200 or more),  
n=113; 7% who selected ‘don’t know’ not included in figure
Fig. 3.1 Accessing additional finance

















































Source: AIBS 2017 Question 43. Note: N=941; importance included very important and essential.





































Fig. 3.4 Reasons for not accessing additional finance
68% 
Did not need additional 
debt to fund international 
business opportunities
8% 
Did not expect to be able to 
secure additional funding 
based on past experiences
4% 
Balance sheet could not 
accommodate additional 
debt; Business inexperience
















Easier to source finance 
for international business 
opportunities
27% 
About the same for 
international and domestic 
business opportunities
27% 
Easier to source for domestic 
business opportunities
Fig. 3.5 Ease of sourcing additional Finance











































































































Fig. 3.8 Top markets by industry of FTA exporters, by goods/services export %
AGRICULTURE, FORESTRY 
& FISHING
China 65% ASEAN 60%  
Singapore 40% Japan 39%
ASEAN 70% New Zealand 60%  
United States 55% China 46%
MANUFACTURING
ASEAN 81% Malaysia 56%  
Indonesia 52% Vietnam 52%
EDUCATION & TRAINING
China 47% ASEAN 43%  
New Zealand 40% United States 35%
WHOLESALE  TRADE
ASEAN 58% Singapore 41%  
United States 40% China 35%
OTHER SERVICES
ASEAN 67% United States 43%  
Singapore 41% New Zealand 37%
PROFESSIONAL, SCIENTIFIC 
& TECHNICAL SERVICES
Source: AIBS 2017, Questions 26, 36 and 52. Note: Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing, n=83; Manufacturing, n=284; Wholesale Trade, n=83;  
Professional, Scientific and Technical Services, n=124; Education and Training, n=85; Other Services, n=80. ASEAN includes firm level data  











































Fig. 3.9 Most popular FTA markets for goods exports
ASEAN 40% New Zealand 30% United States 29%
China 28% Singapore 24% Malaysia 20% 
Indonesia 18% Japan 18% South Korea 17%
Thailand 16% Vietnam 13% Philippines 12%
Chile 5% Brunei 4% Myanmar 3%
Cambodia 3% Laos 2%







Fig. 3.10 Firm awareness of export sales benefits of FTA by country
Yes Not	ApplicableNo Don’t	Know





















Source: AIBS 2017, Question 31. Note: Export sales benefits of FTA, China, n=166; Indonesia, n=102; Japan, n=141; South Korea, n=132; Malaysia, n=77;  





































Source: AIBS 2017, Question 31 and 27. Note: China, n=166; South Korea, n= 132; Thailand, n= 106; Japan, n=141; United States, n=16.  






















Source: AIBS 2017, Question Cross tab of Q31 ‘don’t know’ (goods export sales benefits) by Q29 (outsourcing). Note: China, n=36; Indonesia, n=41; Japan, n=38; 





Fig. 3.13 Rate of outsourcing undertaken by respondents (aware and unaware of FTA benefits) 
Outsources Does	not	outsource Don’t	Know
China Japan South	Korea Malaysia New	Zealand Singapore Thailand United	States








































Source: AIBS 2017, Question Cross tab of Q31 ‘yes’ and ‘no’ (goods export sales benefits) by Q29 ‘(outsourcing) – ‘don’t knows’ for Q29 included). Note: China, 
















Fig. 3.14 FTA additional benefits
of firms perceived additional benefits from utilising 
FTAs from at least one FTA market13% 
of firms exporting to 
China
19% 









Source: AIBS 2017. Note: Question 34: (n=571); China, n=166; South Korea, n= 132, Question 35: (n=82), % of firms whom noted additional benefit  


















Fig. 3.15 Business processes related to documentation
of firms use a customs broker, frieght forwarder, consolidator etc. were used to 
handle paperwork and logistics for goods exports for at least one FTA market64% 












of firms exporting 
goods to China
65% 
of firms exporting 
goods to Malaysia
57% 
of firms exporting 
goods to Japan
57% 
Source: AIBS 2017, Questions 29 and 30. Note: Q29 (n=571); China, n=166; Japan, n=141; Malaysia, n=77 Question 30: (n=363); percent of firms  
















































Fig. 3.16 Use of CoOs
of companies used Certificates of Origin to 
verify their product was from Australia63% 
















OF WHOLESALE  
TRADE
63%
Source: AIBS 2017, Questions 14, 52 and 55. Note: N=586 (those who indicated they export goods overseas in Q5), large organisations, n=54; medium 
organisations, n=170; small organisations, n=354; Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing, n=77; Manufacturing, n=274; Wholesale Trade, n= 75. 
Fig. 3.17 Cost of CoOs
$0 - $499 30% 
$500 - $999 15% 
$1000 - $1999 19% 
$2000 - $9999 23%
$10,000 - $19,999 7%
$20,000 or more 6%


















Fig. 3.18 Preferential use of CoOs
57% Preferential certificates 38% Non-preferential certificates
50% Used to export to some countries but not others
Source: AIBS 2017, Question 15, Note: n=366. Multiple selections possible, so percentage will not add up to 100%.












Source: AIBS 2017, Question 16. Note: n=366. Multiple selections possible as markets and products have different requirements  































Slow certification (need digital)
Limited use by countries
Bureaucratic
Compulsory cost and expensive






























Fig. 3.22 Most popular FTA markets for services exports
ASEAN 47% China 34% United States 31%
Singapore 29% New Zealand 28% Malaysia 23%
Indonesia 22% Thailand 20% Japan 18%
Vietnam 18% South Korea 17% Philippines 16%
Chile 8% Cambodia 6% Myanmar 6%
Laos 5% Brunei 5%
Source: AIBS 2017, Question 36. Note: n= 941.









Mode 2 – consumption abroad (movement of people)  
Nationals	of	country	A	travel	overseas	as	tourists,	students	or	patients	to	consume	respective	services.
Mode 3 – Commercial presence 
The	service	is	provided	within	Country	A	by	a	locally	established	affiliate,	subsidiary	or	representative	office	of	a	
foreign	owned	and	controlled	company.


































Fig. 3.23 Mode of delivering services
37% Originating from Australia 20% Client travelled to Australia
26% Via a commercial presence 44% Travelled overseas
Client traveled to Australia
of those exporting 
services to China
37% 
of those exporting services  
to United States
22% 
Via a commercial presence
of those exporting 
services to Korea
16% 




of those exporting 
services to Indonesia
59% 
of those exporting 
services to South Korea
40% 
Originating from Australia
of those exporting 
services to Malaysia
45% 
of those exporting 
services to New Zealand
57% 
Sources: AIBS 2017, Question 36. Note: Overall n=941, New Zealand, n=266; Malaysia, n=220; United States, n= 288; China, n= 317; South Korea, n=161;  














Fig. 3.24 Mode of services delivery (% of market respondents, by market)
Originating	from	Australia Client	travelled	to	Australia Via	a	commercial	presence Travelled	overseas
ASEAN China United	States Singapore New	Zealand Japan South	Korea
Source: AIBS 2017, Question 36. Note: Overall n=941, ASEAN, n=438; China, n=317; United States, n=288; Singapore, n=273; New Zealand, n=266;  
























Fig. 3.25 Restrictions when providing services overseas
of firms exporting services to China faced restrictions or barriers28% 
9% Visa issues 10% Cultural differences
11% Red tape / bureaucracy 16% Customs / import restrictions
27% Local standards / regulations
of firms exporting services to Vietnam faced restrictions or barriers21% 
6% Cultural / language 8% Local content issues
17% Australia red tape / visas 42% Bureaucracy / corruption / red tape
5% Import restrictions 5% Culture / language 14% Corruption
19% Inability to engage local presence 31% Regulations /red tape
of firms exporting services to Indonesia faced restrictions or barriers20% 




Fig. 3.26 Restrictions on travel





Source: AIBS 2017 Question 40 and 42. 















































































Source: AIBS 2017, Question 2. 
Fig. 3.29 Other reasons for not undertaking international activity
34% Stage of business 9% Change of business activity
4% Supplier diversification 2% Monetary
24% Political 4% Tariff and trade restriction
4% Access to market 11% Infrastructure/Technology issues
4% Standards 4% Lack of understanding










































Source: AIBS 2017 Question 3, Note: n=217
Fig. 3.31 Comments on international business experience
7% Positive sentiment 19% Negative sentiment
42% Challenging 32% Neutral (general comment)
Source: AIBS 2017 Question 76 Note: n=43
60
Fig. 3.32 Variables impacting international revenue
International revenue 








Source: AIBS 2017. Note: Question: multiple across the survey.
































































Innovation in Australia’s 
international business 





















What the survey says
64










































68% expressed these innovations were important for driving export sales





















Fig. 4.3. IP and innovation
5% earned 50% or greater of their international revenue from IP
BY ORGANISATION AGE BY INDUSTRY
















Source: AIBS 2017, Question 13, 52 and 71. Note: N=941 Pre-1980s, n=136, 1980s, n=101, 1990s, n=159, 2000s, n=237, 2010s, n=206.  
Goods-producing, n= 422, Service producing, n=516, Other services, n=80, Education, n=85.













Fig. 4.2 Types of industry innovation activity
Product	/	
services

































Fig. 4.4 Future Outlook of Business
6%
worse than the 
past two years
59%
better than the 
past two years
28%
about the same as 
the past two years



























Source: AIBS 2017, Questions 49 and 52. Note: N=941, Agriculture, n= 83, Wholesale, n= 83, Education, n= 85, Other Services, n= 80,  















Fig. 4.6 Optimistic v Pessimistic outlook of firms 
67%
















































































































































Source: AIBS 2017, Question 52. Note: n=941.






































































B-2. Industry sector of buyers









B-3. Number of employees























































































Source: AIBS 2017, Question 58. Note: n=941.




































Source: AIBS 2017, Question 57. Note: n=941.
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